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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program (SBP) are federally
sponsored subsidized nutrition programs that operate in the nanon's schools. All public and private

nonprofit elementary and secondary schools are eligible to participate. A student attending a participating
institution is eligible to receive free or reduced-price school meals if his or her family income is no greater

than 130 or 185 percent of the poverty level, respectively. To receive these benefits, the student's parent

or guardian must submit an application, and the student must be certified by school officials, or the student
can be certified by direct certification. Students whose household income does not meet these income

criteria, as well as !ow-income students who do not become certified, may still participate in the USDA

meal programs but must purchase "full-price" meals. Even full-price meals receive USDA subsidies in
the form of cash ($0.1725 per meal) and commodities (at least $0.1425 worth per meal).

This report presents the characteristics of schools and students by their school meal program

participation and certification status in the spring of 1992. The analysis is based on data from the most

recent school nutrition data collection effort, the 1992 School Nutrition Dietary Assessment (SNDA)
survey. First, we compare the demographic and economic characteristics of schools that offer both the

NSLP and the SBP to schools that offer only the NSLP and schools that offer neither meal program.
Second, we compare the attributes of students certified to receive free meals to those certified to receive

reduced-price meals and those not certified. We also examine differences between participating and

nonparticipating students.

Characteristics of Participating and Nonparticipating Schools

More than 90 percent of eligible U.S. schools participated in the NSLP in the spring of 1992. Just
over half (52 percent) of participating schools offered only the NSLP, and just under half (48 percent)

offered the SBP as well as the NSLP. No schools offered the SBP without also offering the NSLP.

The SBP was originally established to provide breakfasts to children in low-income areas and areas

where children had to travel long distances to school, although it has since expanded to include non-low
income schools. Consequently, schools that offer both the NSLP and the SBP are more likely to serve

needy students. Schools offering both programs are largely public schools located in urban or rural areas,
rather than in the suburbs. Approximately a third of the enrollment in a typical NSLP and SBP school is

minority. On average, over 40 percent of students attending these institutions are certified to receive free
or reduced-price meals.

NSLP-only schools tend to be pubhc and parochial schools located in the suburbs. These schools are

predominantly white; on average, just 16 percent of their enrollment is minority. The percentage of

students certified for free or reduced-price meals in these institutions is lower than that of schools that offer
both the SBP and the NSLP; on average, about 20 percent of students in NSLP-only schools are certified

for free or reduced-price meals.

Schools that offer neither program tend to be relatively small, private and parochial, elementary
institutions. Most are urban schools, and over a third are located in the Midwest. These nonparticipanng
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institutions are predominantly white and non-Hispanic; on average just 2 percent of the enrollment is black

and 4 percent is Hispamc

Characteristics of Certified and Noncertified Students

Fewer than a flurd of students in USDA-participalmg elementary and secondary nonprofit schools are

certified to receive flee or reduced-price school meals. Of the 11.5 million students certified in the spring

of 1992, 85 percent were certified to received free meals.

The demographic and socioeconomic characterislics of students certified for the school meal programs

differ markedly from those of noncertified students. On average, students certified for free or reduced-
price meals are younger and attend a lower grade than those not certified. Unlike noncertified students,

certified students are disproportionately black and Hispanic. Certified students are more likely than
noncertified students to live in either urban or rural areas, rather than in the suburbs. The local

unemployment rate is higher, on average, in the areas where certified students live than in the areas where
noncernfied students live.

Students who are certified for free or reduced-price meals have lower family incomes than students

who are not certified. Over 40 percent of children who are certified for free meals come from families

eammg under $10,000 a year, compared to just 5 percent of students certified for reduced-price meals, and
3 percent ofnoncertified students. A third of the students certified for free meals receive Aid to Families

with Dependent Children (AFDC) or another form of welfare income, and nearly half participate in the
Food Stamp Program (FSP). Because of eligibility requirements, few students certified for reduced-price
or full-price meals come from families that receive welfare or food stamps.

Characteristics of Participating and Nonparticipating Students

Not all students who are eligible to receive free or reduced-price meals become certified to do so, and

not all certified students participate. Less than three-quarters of students who are eligible for free meals
on the basis of their family income become certified, and only one-fifth of students who are eligible for
reduced-price meals become certified. Rates of participation by certified students decline as the price a

student must pay increases: on a given day, 79 percent of students who are certified to receive a free lunch

and 71 percent of students certified to receive a reduced-price lunch actually do so, while less than half of

noncertified students who must pay full-price for a meal purchase a USDA lunch. For every certification

category, participation rates are substantially higher for the NSLP than for the SBP.

The characteristics of participants differ from those of nonparticipants, especially in terms of age,
grade, and family income. For every certification category, the average participant is younger and in a

lower grade than the average nonparticipant. Certified free participants have lower family incomes than

certified free nonparticipants, and participants are more likely to be poor than nonparticipants.
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!. INTRODUCTION

The National SchoolLunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program (SBP) are federally

sponsored nutrition programs that operate in the nation's schools. All public and private nonprofit

elementary and secondary schools and Residential Child Care Institutions (RCCIs) are eligible to

parfcipate. Congress authorizedthe NSLP, the oldest and largest oflhe school nutrition programs, in 1946

to "safeguardthe healthand well-beingof the nation'schildrenand to encourage the domestic consumption

of nutritious agricultural commodities and other foods." The United States Department of Agriculture

(USDA) subsidizes school lunches by providing cash reimbursements and commodities to schools that

servelunches meeting required nutritional standards. The SBP, which now operates in conjunction with

the NSLP, was established through the Child Nutrition Act of 1966 as a pilot program to provide

breakfaststo childrenin low-income areas and areas where children had to travel long distances to school.

The program received permanent funding in 1975, and subsequent legislation has expanded its coverage.

As with the NSLP, USDA subsidizes breakfasts that meet the mandated nutritional guidelines.

Because the NSLP and SBP are available to all nonprofit schools and to all students that attend

participatinginstitutions,regardless of their income, USDA school meal programs serve a broad spectrum

of America's school children. For several years, however, the Food and Consumer Service's (FCS)

capacity to analyze what types of schools and students are participating--analyses that are critical to

evaluating school meal programs' target efficiency--has been severely constrained by the absence of a

timely and otherwise appropriate database. The low response rate to the 1987-88 Nationwide Food

Consumption Survey effectively precluded FCS from switching analyses of school meal programs to that

database from the 1983-84 National Evaluation of School Nutrition Programs-2 (NESNP-2) database.

As a result, the most current participant characteristics report, Characteristics of the National School

Lunch and School Breakfast Program Participants (Urban Insrtute, 1988), is based on these NESNP-2



data, which are over 10 years old Changes in the characteristics of pamcipating students and schools

during that period, resulting from the substantial increase in the number of schools offering the SBP and

the growing percentage of total lunches served that are free or reduced-price, are thus not reflected in that

characteristics report.

This report, which is based on data from the most recent school nutrition data collection effort--the

1992 School Nutrition Dietary Assessment (SNDA) study--updates the 1988 Urban Institute report on

student parnc_pant characteristics and also provides information on the characteristics of U S. schools by

their NSLP and SBP participation status. The SNDA survey was conducted during the 1991-92 school

year by Mathematica Policy Research (MPR) and its subcontractors to provide FCS w_th current

information on meals being offered in schools, the dietary status of school children, the dietary effects of

the NSLP and the SBP, and school meal program participation. Here we use SNDA data on the

socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of schools and students to develop spring 1992 profiles

of U S schools and school children by their meal program participation or certification status. Chapter

II provides an overview of the school meal program, including an historical portrait of program

participation from 1969 to 1994. Chapter IH describes the data and methodology used in the analysis.

Chapters IV and V present our findings: Chapter IV presents the characteristics of U.S. schools by their

NSLP and SBP parncipation status, and Chapter V presents the demographic and socioeconomic

charactenstics of U.S students by their school meal program certification stares The final chapter

summarizes the findings. The appendices include supplemental student-level tables by certification and

participa%n status, relevant SNDA questionnaires, detailed irfformation on the sample weights used m our

analyses, and data tables for each of the charts included in the report,

2



II. OVERVIEW OF THE NATIONAL SCHOOL LUNCH
AND SCHOOL BREAKFAST PROGRAMS

On a typical school day, nearly 26 million children at over 94,000 schools eat an NSLP lunch, and

over 6 million students at over 65,000 schools eat a USDA breakfast. The FCS operates the NSLP and

SBP, which together in fiscal year (FY) 1995 cost approximately 6.1 billion dollars. This chapter provides

an overview of the NSLP and SBP. The first section explains how the programs operate at the school and

student levels. The second section, which presents a brief historical portrait of school and student

participation in the NSLP and SBP over the past 25 years, is intended to provide context for the discussion

of school and student participant characteristics to follow in Chapters IV and V.

A. OPERATION OF THE NSLP AND SBP

All public or private nonprofit elementary and secondary schools are eligible to participate in the SBP

and NSLP. 1 In fiscal year 1994, the NSLP operated in about 81,900 public schools (98 percent of such

schools) and about 6,300 private schools (24 percent of such schools) and was available to 44 2 million

school children. The SBP operated in about 55,500 schools (66 percent of schools) and was available to

29.1 million schoolchildren.

The NSLP and SBP are administered through the seven regional FCS offices, which provide technical

assistance to the states. State agencies--generally state education agencies--administer the fiscal elements

of the program and provide technical assistance to local school food authorities (SFAs). At the school-

district level, the school board administers the program, and the district SFA supervises local participating

schools. In many districts the SFA also plans menus and purchases the food.

_Residential institutions for children are also eligible to participate in the NSLP and SBP, but because
the SNDA data upon which we base our findings do not include information on residential institutions for
children, we will not discuss them in the context of this report. The participation figures provided include
only elementary and secondary public and private nonprofit schools.
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All students attending schools that offer the NSLP and/or the SBP are eligible to parncipate Low-

income students may become certified to receive free or reduced-price meals if their household income

falls below a specified threshold and their parent or guardian completes an application or they may be

cernfied by direct certification. Children whose family incomes are no greater than 130 percent of the

poverty guidelines are eligible for free meals at lunch and breakfast; those whose family incomes are

between 130 and 185 percent of poverty thresholds are eligible for reduced-price meals. Ifa child's family

receives benefits through the Aid to Families with Dependant Children program (AFDC) or the Food

Stamp Program (FSP), the child is automatically eligible to receive free meals. Children are cemfied using

the parent's AFDC or FSP caseload number provided on the application. Another means of approving

children for free meals is direct certification: school authorities contact AFDC or FS offices, identify

students receiving FS or AFDC benefits, and certify the students so identified for free meals. Students

whose household income does not meet these income criteria, as well as low-income students whose

families do not complete an application, may still participate in the USDA meal programs but must

purchase full-price meals.

USDA subsidizes the school lunch and breakfast programs by providing cash reimbursements and

commodities to schools that serve meals that meet required nutritional standards. Individual subsidies

depend on the meal price certification status of the child that eats the meal. As shown in Table 11 1, the

USDA reimbursement rates in SY 1995-96 are: $0.1725 for a full-price lunch, $1.3950 for a reduced-

price lunch, and $1.7950 for a free lunch. Schools in which at least 60 percent of lunches served are free

or reduced-price in the second prior year receive an additional subsidy of $0.02 per lunch served. In

addition, all schools may receive entitlement commodities, valued at an average of $0.1425 per lunch.

The SY 1995-96 school breakfast reimbursement rates were: $0.1950 for a full-price breakfast, $0.6975

for a reduced-price breakfast, and $0.9975 for a free breakthst. The SY 1995-96 breakfast reimbursement

rates for severe-need schools, schools which served 40 percent or more of the second prior year lunches

4



TABLE II. 1

FEDERAL SUBSIDIES PER NSLP AND SBP MEAL, SCHOOL YEAR 1995-96

(Reimbursement Rates in Cents)

Free Reduced-Price Full-Price

NSLP

CashSubsidy 179.50 139.50 17.25

EntitlementCommodity 14.25 14.25 14.25

60% or More Supplemental
Reimbursement 2.00 2.00 2.00

SBP

NonSevere-Need 99.75 69.75 19.50

Severe-Need 118.50 88.50 19.50

SOURCE: FCS administrative data.

as fi'ee or at reduced price and which can document that their breakfast preparation costs exceed regular

reimbursement rates, were $0.195, $0.885, and $1.185 for paid, reduced-price, and free breakfasts,

respectively. The cash reimbursement rates are updated annually based on the Consumer Price Index

Update for Food Away from Home.

USDA designed the nutritional guidelines that meals must meet to receive reimbursement so that, on

average, school lunches will contain approximately one-third of the Recommended Dietary Allowance

(RDA) for specific nutrients. A USDA lunch must serve: one serving of meat or meat alternative, two or

more servings of vegetables and/or fruits, one serving of whole gram or enriched bread or bread ahemanve,

and one serving of milk. Minimum quantities of each meal component are specified for children of



different age and grade groups. In response to criticism that food was being wasted in the schools,

Congress established an offer-versus-serve (OVS) option in the 1970s. Under OVS guidelines, secondary

school students may refuse up to two items. Subsequent legislation has allowed local SFAs to institute

the OVS option in elementary as well as secondary schools.

SBP breakfasts are designed to provide, on average, one-quarter of the RDA for essential nutrients.

A USDA-reimbursable breakfast must serve: one serving of fluid milk, one serving of a fruit or vegetable

or full-strength fi-uit or vegetable juice, and two servings of either bread or meat or their altematives or one

serving each of a bread/bread alternative and a meat/meat alternative. The OVS option for the SBP allows

children to refuse one item

B. TRENDS IN PROGRAM PARTICIPATION

To provide context for the profiles of participating schools and students that will be presented in

Chapters IV and V of this report, the following section presents a series of charts that depict the school

meal program pamcip_on levels for schools and participation rates for students during the 25-year period

from 1969 to 1994. Because the Ommbus Budget Reconciliation Acts of 1980 and 1981 (OBRA 1 and

[Ir)had a substantial impact on ehgibility and participation in the NSLP and SBP, the period in which theses

laws were enacted is highlighted on each figure.

Figures 1I 1 and 11.2 depict the number of schools that participated in the NSLP and SBP, respectively,

from 1969 to 1994. Participation in both programs climbed steadily between 1969 and 1981, significantly

leveling offand dropping only when the OBRA statutes reduced lunch and breakfast reimbursement rates

and modified eligibility requirements. Between 1989 and 1994 USDA awarded $23 million in federal

grants for school districts to establish USDA breakfast programs. The corresponding increase in the

number of schools participating in the SBP during this period is clearly demonstrated in Figure I1.2.



FIGUREI1.1

NUMBER OF SCHOOLS PARTICIPATING IN THE NSLP, 1969-1994
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1992-1994 data: FCS Program Information Division, Keydata Reports.
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FIGURE 11.2

NUMBER OF SCHOOLS PARTICIPATING IN THE SBP, 1969-1994
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Figure 11.3shows the percentageof students that attended schools offering the NSLP and SBP from 1969

to 1994. By 1994, the NSLP and SBP were available to 89 and 58 percent of students, respectively,

Figure 11.4 shows the total number of USDA lunches served, by price category and year. The

percentage of total lunches purchased that are free or reduced-price has risen dramahcally over time. This

shift toward free and reduced-price meals may be the result of changes in the economy, heightened

publicity about school meal programs, or an increase in the number of school districts that use direct

certification. Figure 11.5, which depicts the total number of breakfasts served by year, shows a generally

steadyincrease in the number of brealcfastsserved over time, with a particularly sharp rise in recent years,

most likely corresponding to the distribution of the 1989-1994 SBP start-up grants.

Figure 11.6shows annual student participation rates for the two meal programs over the past 25 years.

Although participation rates in both programs have remained fairly steady over time, there were significant

declinesin the percentages of students participating in both the NSLP and SBP immediately following the

enactment of OBRA 1I in 1982. Figures 11.7and 11.8 depict trends in participation rates for the NSLP and

SBP, by year and meal price category. The participation rate for students certified for free lunches has

nsen shghtly in recent years, while the participation rate for students who pay the reduced or full price has

fallenslightly. The participationrate forstudents certified to receive free breakfasts has risen dramatically

over the past 10 years.
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FIGURE 11.3

SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAM AVAILABILITY, 1969-1994

Percent of students for whom school meal programs are available
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